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By FRED BONAVITA 
Fest Washington Bureau 


WASHINGTON — When freshman’ Rep. 
Charles Wilson arrived in Conzress carly in 
January, among the ifems awaiting him was 
the responsibility fer managing legislation for 
the proposed Big Thicket National Dark in 
Southeast Texas, 

Veteran Rep. Jack Brooks of Beaumont, 
Who handled one version of the thorny propos- 
al last session, gleefully dumped responsibility 
for the bill an his newly arrived colleazue — 
primarily because the bulk of land being con- 
sidered for the park lies within Wilson's Sec- 
ond Cenzressional District, 

Tae move left Wilson, as was succinctly put 
recently, “between a rock and a hard spot’ in 
trying to pacify determined conse: ationists 
who want to preserve what is left of the thick. 
et and timber interects which want to continue 
cutting the timber, 

As the logislative batle for creation of a 
Big Thicket National Park enters its seventh 
Year, there has been ttle cj e from the 
previews vear and not much progress made? 

© Both sides appear still to be agreed upon 
a park of at least 109,030 acres, alihough \Wil- 
son clouded this point last menth by suggest- 
ing a park of only 69,000 acres, 

© Wilson is drafting Jegislation now to 
create the park, and his bill — like the one 
offered by Breoks last vear — is expected to 
have the backine of a sizeable Majority of the 
Texas Congressianal Deleeation, 

© Houston Rep. Bob Eckhardt js preparing 
his own version of the park proposal -- a fill 
Wilich, as it did last year, will have the back- 
ing of censervationists .. ceiling far 160.009 
acres to be set aside and preserved. This will 
be exsenitaily the same measure ba proposed 
in 1972 but merlified slisntly after he sees 
What areqs are still stancinn, an aide said, 

6 Seu. Liovd A. Bentsen Jn, DeTex., hag 


reintroduced a bill calling for a 100,000-acre 
park but letting. the Pavk Serviee and the In- 
terior Department decide where those acres 
are, ; 
® Son. John G. Tower, R-Tex., remains 
committed to the 160,000-acre park concept 
but apparently is going to introduce whatever 
bill the Nixon administration, through the In- 
terior Department, -proposes, 

© The Interior Department, after years of 
dragging its feet and changing its mind on the 
Big ‘Thicket, remains officially “undecided! on 
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what it will propose, according to a spokes- 
man, 

® Two other freshmen congressmen -- Alan 
Steelman of Dallas, a Republican, and Dale 
Milford of Grand Prairie, a Democrat — have 
indicated they. will offer Big Thicket bills, 
too. Steclman is expected to be the House 
sponsor of whatever bill Sen. ‘Tower proposes, 
and Milford has introduced Sen. Bentsen's bill 
in the Iouse. 


It appears the crunch will come between the’ 


Eckhardt and Wilson bills, since the Eckhardt 
plan represents the wishes of conservationists, 
and the Wilson plan is expected to be more 


‘acceptable to timber interests and real estate 


developers, 
“We are going to put our bill in again and 


WHI fight all the way for it,’ an Eckhard& 


aide declared late last week. ; 

The outstanding point of disagreement be- 
tween the two measures will be Eckhardt’s so- 
called “corridors” concept — strips of up to 
1,000 fect wide on either side of major stream 
beds linking various sections of the park. Un- 
der his proposal, ihese corridors would re- 
main in their natural state, free of any timber 
cutting and -- more importantly — free of 
real estate development. 

Corridors would protect streams by keeping 
real @slate interests from subdividing the 
stream banks, selling off the land for vacation 
homesites and constructing septic tanks along 
the water's edge, 


“THESE DEVELOPERS would just love to 
sell the people of Houston lots of a third of an 
acre along those streams near a park,” said an 
Eckhardt aide. 

But an aide to Wilson branded the corridor 
concept impractical and said it would be nee- 
essary to control the entire watershed of 
streams — and not just up to 1,000 fect on ei- 
ther side — to keep them from being poluted. 

“Interior (Departinent) is said to oppose it, 
ton,” said the Wilson aide. “They fecl the 


‘thousand feet on either side of a bank is not 


enough of a buffer or a zone of transition.” 

The Eckhardt aide acknowledged the Interi- 
or Department's opposition to the corridors 
but said the federal agency had supported the 
idea only a year ago. He declined to speculate 
about the cause of the abrupt about-face. 

“It's interesting that when Eckhardt pit in 
his 160,G00-acre hill last vear, all the Interior 
(Department) maps followed his,’ said the 
aide, “That includes the corridors. 


STING CONGRESSMAN was quite excited 
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changed thet thinking and haven't explained 
it.” 
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The corridors would constitute about 30,000 
of the proposed 0 Approve PeMPRéléas 
der eekhardt’s propasal. : 

Under the bill which Wilson is said to he 
considering, those corridors would be elimi- 
nated, but the other areas would be expanded 
by 30,000 acres so the net result would remain 
100.000 acres, . 

This would help pacify timber and real es 
tate interests, which want an unobstructed ac- 
cess to the streams, and hopefully would be 
acceptable to conservationists by enlarging 
the preserved areas, such as the Lance Ro- 
sier unit near Saratoga, 

Wilson also said he wants to include at least 
one corridor along the Neches River in his 


plan. The effect of including ary corridor in a_ 
park would be to keep it free and open to the 
public in general -~ just as Texas’ beaches 
are. 


INACTION BY SHE Nixow «dministration 
has been a major obstacle to passage of a Big 
Thicket bill. "bs 
- Despite a promise -by Interior Secretary Ro- 
gers C. B. Morton during an October, 1971, 
trip to Houston to “keep the pressure on’’ for 
creation of a park, the administration remains 
guilty of dynamic inaction. 

“To me, this is just one of their ways of kill- 
ing the whole thing just by dragging their 
feet,” said a pessimistic congressional source. 

“This is a classic example of how to ham- 
string the will of the Congress.There are 435 
members of the House, and thaw are buffaloed 
by one guy,” he continued. 

“Richard Nixon is vetoing the Big Thicket 
National Park (by keeping tha Interior De- 
partment from making any foratal recommen- 
dation on it), The House simriy is going to 
have to pass a bill without that report. That's 
what the Senate finally had io dx!’ he said. 


THE INTERIOR Departmens eontinued late 
last weck to hold its cards ei to its vest 
and make no public comment about its ideas 
on the shape and size of the park, 

But one congressional source said the de- 
partment has completed a set of maps pin- 
pointing areas the staff thinks should be pre- 
served. The maps, however, have not been ap- 
proved by Secretary Morton or the -White 
House. 

“They are very up-tight about it,” said the 
source. “Even the guys who drew it won't 
talk,’”’ : 

Despite this, an Eckhardt aide said chances 
of passage of the bill in the House this year 
are greatly improved over last year. 

For one thing, hearings hy the Hause Intert- 
or Commillee were held in Texas last June, 
and testimony from them will be applied to 
consideration of this vear's hatch of bills. 

“We won't have to hold House hearings 
again,” he said. ; 

Secondly, the House Interior Committee, 
which Ys in charge of all park legislation, has 
a new chairman — Rep. James A. Haley, D- 
Fla. -- who is considered more conservation- 
minded than his predecessor, Rep. Wayne As- 
pinall, D-Colo.. who was defeated for re-clec- 
tion last year chiefly on environmental issues. 


AALEY DISAGREES with Aspinall’s philos- 
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“T think the chief role of the committee .., 
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ff remains, as an aide to Sen. Bentsen 
noted, to get the Congress to accept the idea 
of a Big Thicket National Park. The Senate, 
Which passed a bill by former Sen. Ralph W. 
Yarborough, D-Tex., in 1970, has and is likely 
to again, 

The House has yet to be given a chance t 
consider the proposal. : 


Also clouding the Big Thicket’s chances fs 
yet another important consideration: The tight 
spending restrictions the Nixon administration 
has clamped on the Congress by refusing’ to 
release funds for various projects, even 
though the money may have been appro- 
priated, ' 


CREATION OF ANOTHER national park is 
not high on the list of this administration's 
spending priorities. tne 

“{ think we can get the Big Thicket author. 
ization bill through this year,” said the opti- 
mistic Eckhardt aide. “But getting the appro- 
priation is another matter.” et 

Istimates of the cost of the park vary be- 
tween $60 rnillion and $100 million. 

Meanwhile, Congressman Wilson continues 
to mull over his dilemma of trying to please 
both sides. The nature of his bill will.-be 
watched closcly by all concerned because, be- 
fore coming to Congress, he was an employe 
of Temple Industries, a major producer: of 
timber in East Texas. : 

He ruffled conservationists’ feathers in mid- 
February when he suggested publicly he was 
considering a park as small as 69,000 acras, 
Backers of the 100,000-acre park say this rep- 
resents a further retreat from the compromise 
reached last year and a move toward the 
unacceptable 35,000-acre “String of Pearls" 
concept first advanced by limber interests 
seven years ago. 


“THAT (09,000 ACRES is a compromise in 
itself, said the Eckhardt aide. “We started out 
two years ago at 191,000 acres and com- 
promised last year on 100,000 acres. 


“Now he wants to come down to 69,000 
acres as a compromise, but we are not going 
to budge," he said. 


“The opposing forces are so demanding In 
their viewpoints that I don’t know that ry 
ever be able to accomplish any. consensus, but 
I'm certainly trying,” said Wilson in a recent 
interview. . 

“I'm hoping for a compromise, but all Tl 
probably accomplish is make everybody 
mad,”’ he said. ; 


